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Abstract 
American higher education institutions have moved strongly into student learning outcomes assessment since the 1990s. 
However, these institutions have experienced challenges with engaging faculty in developing systematic, fully integrated 
outcomes assessment, and utilizing the findings for program improvement.  Participatory evaluation provides a useful 
implementation strategy to engage faculty. Not only does this approach address faculty resistance, but it can build evaluation 
capacity, identify and address institutional problems, and promote movement toward a learning organization.
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1. Introduction 
Since the mid 1980s, a number of professional, political, economic and social factors have been moving American 
higher education institutions to integrate student learning outcomes assessment.  However while assessment has 
achieved permanence in higher education, research indicates that it typically presents as an administrative “add on,” 
not embraced by faculty and not integrated into decision-making (Banta, 2002; Peterson & Vaughan, 2002.)  This 
paper will discuss some of the challenges that inhibit integration of assessment processes and findings, and propose 
the use of participatory evaluation strategies to address those issues. These methods involve proactively identifying 
individuals who have a stake in the outcome and engaging them as active participants in the evaluation process, 
thereby enabling an institution to function as a learning organization (Preskill & Torres, 1999.)  In order to illustrate 
how such strategies might be adapted to the higher education context; this paper presents a case illustration of a 
participatory process used in an American regional public university.
2. Social forces leading to assessment 
Many factors have converged over the last 40 years to produce what constitutes assessment in colleges and 
universities today.   
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Internal to higher education institutions, three particular but overlapping movements of practice, developed in the 
1960s and 1970s and influenced the emergence of assessment practice.  These are: the expansion of educational and 
developmental testing; the growing research into retention and the role of academic integration; and testing for 
mastery and competency-based learning (Ewell, 2002.)   In addition, the simultaneous expansion of the field of 
program evaluation, with its focus on determining the merit and worth of programs, has also played an influential 
role in the call for accountability coming from the public sector.   
Ewell (2002) identifies the first National Conference on Assessment in Higher Education in 1985 as the “birth” of 
the assessment movement in American higher education.  Reflecting the diverse fields of practice that were the 
forerunners of assessment, this first conference surfaced a mixture of conceptual models, objectives, methods, and 
even definitions.  Dichotomous tensions were also evident regarding whether assessment should serve external 
audiences, demonstrating the worth and merit of programs, or the internal audiences, for curriculum reform.  This 
first conference marked the beginning of the conference circuit on assessment, and a literature of practice began to 
emerge over the next several years.   The resulting professional identity is one factor which moved assessment into 
the mainstream of practice (Ewell, 2002.)   
At about the same time, multiple external stakeholders were pressuring higher education institutions toward 
accountability through assessment.  In the mid 1980s, the skyrocketing growth of the cost of a college education led 
state governments to require public colleges and universities to promote efficiency and accountability.  By 1989 
more than half of the states required their public colleges and universities to assess student learning outcomes 
(Ewell, 2002.)  By the early 1990s, most states had assessment mandates in place, and accrediting bodies were 
beginning to integrate assessment requirements as well.  This led private institutions, like their public counterparts, 
to also begin establishing assessment practices. By 1993, of those of institutions completing the American Council 
of Educations’ annual Campus Trends survey, 98% reported that they had implemented assessment (Ewell, 2002.)  
Research has demonstrated a shift in the attitudes of the American public as well.   At a time when education has 
been increasingly seen as necessary to secure a middle class lifestyle, the public has growing concern about whether 
a college education is truly accessible because of rising costs (Immerwahr, Johnson, Gasbarra, Ott, & Rochkind, 
2009;  National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2008.)  In addition, the American public’s 
longstanding belief in the quality of their higher education institutions has begun to weaken (Wadsworth, 2005.)   
The federal government played an active and, at times, even aggressive role in the assessment movement.  In the 
early 1990s, the U.S. Department of Education sought to institute national postsecondary assessment, a policy stance 
that has re-merged periodically, most notably under the recent term of Commissioner Margaret Spellings.  In 2007, 
Spellings rolled out a plan to pressure regional accrediting bodies to make institutional accreditation contingent 
about performance outcomes heavily influenced by the federal government, with a proposal to withdraw of federal 
financial aid from those institutions that failed to meet those standards (Zemsky, 2009.)  While this plan did not 
materialize in the most recent passage of the Higher Education Reauthorization Act, this initiative, combined with 
public sentiment about cost and accessibility, did have an impact on the professional education associations.
Higher education professional associations, like American Association for Higher Education and American 
Association of Colleges and Universities have played a strong role in the assessment movement since the 1980s 
(Peterson & Emerson, 1997.)   However the increased federal attention to accountability and quality led other 
associations to take a more proactive stance.  In particular, the Association of State Colleges and Universities in 
collaboration with the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities (formerly National Association of State 
Universities and Land-Grant Colleges) created the Voluntary System of Accountability, a web-based project that 
gave the general public access to the assessment findings of participating public colleges and universities.  The 
findings are structured in manner that is understandable and that facilitates comparison across institutions.  The 
VSA’s website (http://www.voluntarysystem.org/index.cfm) reports that, as of this date, over 330 public institutions 
are engaged in this initiative.  
Finally, colleges and universities have experienced increased pressure due to market forces, such as rising costs, shifting 
student demographics, and increased competition for students, at the same time as they experienced decreased state and 
federal support (Ewell, 2002.)  This is particularly true for public education. For example, state tax revenues increased by 
28% between 1978 and 1998, yet over this same period, the proportion of state allocations designated for public higher 
education declined from 8% to 6% of total tax revenues (National Center for Postsecondary Improvement, 2002.)  This 
resulted in a drop of 4% per full time equivalent student, while the net tuition revenue rose by 66% per full time equivalent 
student (National Center for Postsecondary Improvement, 2002.) This decline in state appropriations, combined with 
increased utilization of performance funding mechanisms as well as other market forces, further pressured colleges and 
universities to demonstrate quality and student achievement (Ewell, 2002.)  
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These forces have rendered assessment broadly implemented and with clear indications of permanence.  And, as 
noted, assessment has roots within the academy itself, suggesting an orientation toward using findings for 
curriculum improvement.  However despite this, the research suggests that relatively few institutions actually make 
extensive use of assessment data on student learning in decision-making (Banta & Associates, 2002; Peterson & 
Vaughan, 2002; Wadsworth, 2005.)    
In part, the absence of institutional use stems from the tensions that continue to exist within institutions over the 
purpose of assessment – whether it is for accountability or for improvement (Ewell, 2002.) The external mandates 
associated with accountability may themselves have actually played a part in inhibiting the fuller integration of 
assessment into institutional decision-making processes.  Given the need to assure compliance with the requirements 
of external mandates, responsibility for assessment has typically been located in semi-professional offices, separate 
from curriculum development.  And not surprisingly, in light of the fiscal climate, institutions provide limited 
resources for assessment.  Essentially, assessment developed as something an institution “did,” with limited 
integration of assessment processes and findings into planning and decision-making for resource allocation 
(Peterson and Vaughan, 2002) and also with limited direct integration into faculty professional activities.  Thus, 
assessment is often viewed as an administrative “add-on” rather than something that played a living role in 
curriculum development or program review.    
In naming its research priorities, the National Center for Postsecondary Improvement (2002) has advocated for the 
development of strategies to increase the active use of assessment results for institutional decision making and 
strengthening teaching – in effect, to transform institutions of higher education into “learning organizations” 
themselves. Similarly, the American Association for Higher Education has prioritized using assessment in a way 
that is less oriented to demonstrating effectiveness, but instead fosters development of learning organizations. 
AAHE urges achieving this through grounding outcomes assessment in questions that are of use and interest to the 
faculty themselves.  They further argue that assessment activities are most effective when developed and 
implemented through a collaborative process, with faculty playing an central role (Astin, et al, 2003.)  
3. Faculty resistance to assessment 
However, engaging faculty has proven to be challenging, with resistance to assessment based on multiple concerns.   
To begin with, faculty have struggled with knowing exactly what such assessment involves, which is not surprising 
given the diversity of definitions, models and methods stemming from the various movements of practice. And given the 
limited resources typically allocated for assessment, training is often insufficient.  For example, it’s not uncommon to see 
departments conduct assessment alumni satisfaction surveys, methods which does not assess student learning.   Further, 
many faculty members have profound discomfort with the predominance of positivistic or mechanistic tools, seeing these 
as unable to capture the deep learning that transpires.  They also fear that adoption of such tools may lead to “teaching to 
the test,” which could ultimately reduce the quality of the learning itself (Ewell, 2002.) 
Further, institutions and their various departments often lack a “culture of assessment,” meaning that the norms of decision 
and policy-making do not routinely rely on systematic data collection and analysis.  Thus many do not see assessment having 
direct value in planning, as they do not see budget connected to decisions by driven outcomes data.  Thus, on one hand, fear 
exists that hard work and commitment of time and energy will have no consequences at all (Ewell, 2002.)   
However assessment conducted merely to comply with externally-driven requirements presents other risks, 
particularly when the indicators and measures will be externally driven.  Bergquist (2008) notes that faculty often do 
not trust that the administration of the institution is acting on the best interests of the faculty, the students or the 
institution as a whole. Thus many feel that assessment may actually pose a threat, a fear exacerbated in the current 
economic climate.  Specifically, many feel that strong student learning outcomes are becoming more difficult to 
achieve as class sizes grow and fear that, in a cost-reduction environment, assessment could potentially be used to 
justify eliminating lines or even programs.   
Further, student learning is not disconnected from faculty performance; in some university environments, this 
constitutes an additional institutional challenge.  For example, faculty contracts in Pennsylvania’s institutions have a 
union, and the contract clearly delimits the ways in which faculty work can be evaluated.  Student learning outcomes 
assessment thus has the potential to provide information that could be used to evaluate faculty in ways that are in 
violation of that contract.   
Finally, higher education ethos  prioritize faculty autonomy and academic freedom.  For some, the assessment 
movement signaled a loss of that autonomy and the intrusion of external voices into curriculum decisions (Ewell, 
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2002.)  One key challenge of outcomes assessment is that measurement of student learning requires, at a minimum, 
some agreement within a department of common learning outcomes and measures.   
The absence of faculty engagement in assessment has profound consequences because, while assessment can be mandated, 
faculty passive-resistance not only prevents the use of findings internally for curriculum revision.  Such resistance can 
actively undermine data collection and utilization, rendering such data meaningless to outside stakeholders as well.
4. Using participatory strategies to engage faculty 
Participatory evaluation provides the techniques and structure to aid implementation, especially when 
stakeholders experience strongly held concerns about evaluation. These methods entail identifying individuals who 
have a stake in the outcome in a given context, and engaging them as active participants in the evaluative inquiry.  
Participation involves jointly framing evaluation questions that address mutual concerns, critically reflecting on the 
meaning of the findings, and then negotiating a course of action to be taken as a result of these findings (Cousins & 
Earl, 1995; Preskill & Torres, 1999).
Assessment activities and findings that don’t explicitly pay attention to the internal learning dimension and lack 
stakeholder support will not be useful for promoting organizational learning. Participatory methods involve 
engaging an organization’s members’ questions and lived experience, locating inquiry within a dialogic processes, 
and producing actionable items informed by data (Preskill & Torres, 1999.)  Designing institutional assessment 
processes that draw on these strategies increases the likelihood of active faculty engagement, better assessment, and 
institutional learning from assessment. 
4.1 A Case Illustration 
In this case study, all of the factors that have led to institutionalization of assessment were present, as were the 
conditions for faculty resistance.  Indiana University of Pennsylvania is a regional, public university, one of 14 
institutions in the state system.  The pressure for accountability has been increasing over recent years, and has taken 
many forms.  For example, revenues have been significantly impacted by the introduction of policy that links state 
funding to institutional ranking on various performance indicators.  This model, coupled with increased costs, state-
imposed tuition caps, and unfavorable shifts in population demographics, have required institutional strategies to 
increase efficiency and fostered an atmosphere of needing to “do more with less, but do it well.” 
Like many universities IUP has been required to implement student outcomes assessment, and encountered faculty 
resistance to this mandate.  In 2005, the Dean invited me to work with him in implementing assessment in the college and, 
with his full support and active commitment, I approached this process using participatory strategies.  
First, rather than provide directives about the expectations and timelines and leave departments to their own 
devices, our first step was to establish a committee of the department representatives who were charged with the 
task of implementing assessment.  And as engendering trust is a critical first step in participatory evaluation, the 
process began with listening closely to how faculty understood the task and its inherent challenges. Faculty clearly 
expressed feeling trapped, powerless to stop or alter a process that they saw as time-consuming, meaningless, and 
significantly added to their already strained workloads.  Before proceeding, we collectively sought to clarify the 
implications these concerns had in the larger context and to develop a work plan that responded to those challenges.   
For example, exploration of their issues revealed that several departments had assigned junior, tenure-track 
faculty to “deal with assessment” as part of their service requirement.  Junior faculty were in the untenable position 
of having to implement administrative directives, but to do so on behalf of senior faculty who were generally 
resistant and uncooperative in participating or using assessment.  Complicating this was fact that the junior faculty 
were dependent upon their senior colleagues for promotion and tenure recommendations.  Addressing department 
attitudes toward assessment thus became a first priority. As a group we generated several strategies to address this 
challenge.  These included: expanding the committee to include a number of senior faculty within the departments; 
meeting with the department chairs and addressing their concerns; holding a public debate on the pros and cons of 
assessment to give multiple perspectives a chance to be heard; and holding open, public short discussion meetings to 
give all faculty direct access to air their concerns. 
A participatory approach also involves developing assessment capacities in all participants.  Thus we held regular 
meetings, disseminated information about assessment practices, developed shared definitions, and used each other as 
resources for critiquing assessment plans, data collection tools, and administration processes.  In particular, I paid close 
attention to listening closely to the language that was used by the various parties in order to identify and address points 
of miscommunication, uncovering points of confusion and misunderstanding.  For example, it became clear that some 
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faculty members assumed that student learning outcome assessment meant full program evaluation, involved surveying 
graduates, etc.  We were able to clarify the meanings and the implications these carried for the departments.   
Participatory evaluation also involves producing actionable items and communicating results.  In our instance, the 
committee served a role of peer consultation in reviewing written products and brainstorming strategies that might 
be taken to the departments.  We also provided careful and transparent communication about our work to the college 
as a whole, and paid particular attention to identifying the positive steps and successes.   However, we identified 
challenges that were felt by several departments and, with the dean’s support and active involvement, successfully 
advocated for changes to institutional requirements and timelines that were problematic.  The success we achieved 
by collective action further engendered trust and fostered a sense that what we did mattered.   
5.  Discussion
Consistent with participatory strategies, we engaged in periodic reflection on what was working well for us and 
what had we learned, modifying our work plan accordingly. This reflection also provides some insight into the 
potential for a participatory approach.  
This process has seen many positive outcomes. First, the approach was useful in reducing faculty resistance.  
Assessment, with active faculty engagement and use, did emerge in 10 out of 12 departments over the next two 
years.  Further, just a year later, a department chair who had previously been particularly outspoken in opposition to 
assessment, reversed her position and advocated for the  university to conduct assessment of the general education 
program.   It became clear that  many faculty (though not all) were not averse to assessment itself; indeed, many are 
quite dedicated to teaching and to their programs and were interested in developing tools that could help them learn 
about the impact of their work and how they might grow.   
In a reflective dialogue about our process, faculty members shared that they had a sense of significantly increased 
voice within the college, and that the college itself had a stronger presence within the university in developing 
assessment that is owned and used by the faculty.  Indeed, the College assessment committee received strong 
affirmation from the university central administration and from our accrediting body for the participatory process in 
place and the substantial progress made toward developing quality assessment.  
The Dean’s active support and commitment, particularly in advocating for some institutional changes was critical to 
our successes, as was the cooperation of central administration officers.  Further, I also would agree with Ewell (2002) 
argues that planning and resource allocation will have to take assessment into consideration in order for institutions to 
really transform into learning organizations. However the experience suggests the potential for participatory strategies 
to identify and address institutional problems, and promote movement toward a learning organization.  
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